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Vulnerability and the Connections We Make 
-KOL NIDREI- 5780 

 
My mother’s father died in 1986 from a broken heart.   He had survived 
cancer and a host of other illnesses but when it came to the passing of 
his wife, he could not endure.   He died only a few months after she 
did…  
 
I was only ten years old when I lost them, and my memories of them are 
largely from a child’s perspective – but one specific memory of my 
grandparents—my mom’s parents—has stayed with me for years.    
 
When my grandmother first got sick, she went to the hospital and then 
came back home.   The diagnosis was dire, but she was in the apartment 
for about a week before she passed away.   
 
One day during that week, my mother brought me to the apartment to 
visit.   We opened the door and my grandmother called out to us from 
the bedroom.   Now, my grandparents—for some odd reason—had 
separate beds in the same room.  I guess it was a generational thing – I 
don’t really know.   All I remember thinking was how their beds 
reminded me of Bert and Ernie, who also had separate beds in the same 
bedroom on Sesame Street.   
 
As soon as we walked into the bedroom on that day, we saw that those 
two beds were put together.   And there in the bed were my 
grandparents, lying down and holding hands.   Something I had never 
seen them do.   That is the last memory I have of the two of them 
together.   
 
To be quite clear, I certainly don’t remember my grandparents as love-
birds—but that image of them holding hands—and the knowledge that 
my grandfather died because he was heartbroken—that has stuck with 
me.  Here were two people who truly became one—two people who 
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connected with one another so much that in the end, they couldn’t live 
without each other.  
 
I talk to you a lot about relationships and our synagogue even made its 
tagline – where relationships matter – but I’ve been struggling lately 
with the challenge and the difficulty of these relationships.   We tend to 
put such barriers up and instead of truly connecting, we look at one 
another as passing ships in the night.  It’s just so much easier to ignore 
each other, to block our feelings out, to be closed books…Despite the 
fact that we know our happiness is directly TIED to the health of our 
relationships, we continue to be so isolated.    
 
And so, I wonder, what is it that allows two people to become so close?  
Does closeness only happen when people are in love or married for fifty 
years?  
 
What is the secret to meaningful relationships that people have with 
one another?  What can we learn about such relationships to guide 
us in building a more connected, more relational community and 
society? 
 
Last year, I spoke to you about my challenges with anxiety and 
depression.  I told you how during my freshman year of college I 
suffered an anxiety attack.   I told you how I went to the hospital three 
times and I told you how since then, I have endured a twenty-plus year 
mental health journey.    
 
A year later, I have to tell you that your reaction to that sermon 
taught me something profound. 
 
In the weeks following that sermon, my phone would not stop ringing.  
So many people came to see me, to talk to me, to tell me their stories.  
Some asked for advice, but most just wanted someone to listen.    
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A year ago, I was nervous about opening up.   I was nervous about how 
you might react to learn that your Rabbi deals with anxiety.   I was 
nervous about being vulnerable with you.   I feared that it might 
backfire, that I might even get hurt…. 
 
But what I have learned – what I have learned in this past year is that my 
ability to be vulnerable is directly tied to my ability to have meaningful 
relationships.    
 
That’s right – I connect with people by removing obstacles from my true 
self and by being open about what pains me, about what struggles I 
have, and about what challenges I face… 
 
I connect with people not by creating some perfect version of myself as 
a facade; but rather by presenting my authentic self – warts and all… 
 
We have this assumption that being vulnerable will leave us hurt – that 
opening up and expressing the things that are inside of us will end up 
being our downfall.    
 
But that couldn’t be farther from the truth.   Being vulnerable is what 
allows us to relate to one another, to form bonds with one another and to 
connect deeply with one another…. 
 
Now, to be clear, I am not advocating that we go around telling 
everybody our deepest secrets—that would not be a good thing to do—
but I am suggesting that in order to heal our lonely and isolated world, 
we should be ever more comfortable with vulnerability. 
 
This is what Yom Kippur expects of us.   On this day, we are vulnerable.   
We say Al Chet Shechatanu L’fanecha – by these sins, I have sinned.   
We say Ashamanu, I have committed these acts.  On this day, we open 
ourselves up and announce all of our imperfections.    
 



 4 

But there is more -- on Yom Kippur we not only announce publicly what 
we do wrong, but we also make ourselves openly vulnerable to the 
reality of pain and suffering in life.   Think about it. 
 
• On this day, we come to terms with the consequences of our 

actions – the ways that our lives and the lives of the ones we love 
have been affected by what we have done wrong.    

 
• On this day, we come to terms with the frailty of our lives, with the 

fact that despite the good deeds and actions we do, people still die, 
bad things still happen –  people who were here last year are not 
here now.    

 
Pain and suffering are real.   They are a part of our world and a part of 
our individual lives.   And on this day, we openly face and feel such pain 
and suffering.    
 
On this day, we are vulnerable…This is hard….This is difficult—but, on 
this day, we are vulnerable together.  And, therefore, we conclude 
tomorrow night with stronger bonds – with stronger connections – with 
better relationships.   Our vulnerability brings us closer to one another. 
 
But, we still spend so much time trying to run from our feelings – trying 
to escape them and to negate them.   We tell ourselves that to be joyful, 
we should numb ourselves to what pains us – and try to ignore it.   
 
A few years ago, I learned about a fantastic social worker and pop icon 
named Brene Brown, who has spent years studying the nature of 
vulnerability.  In her book, Daring Greatly, Brown makes the point that 
vulnerability is at the root of being human and that we need it in order to 
have any real meaning in our lives.    
 
She writes,  
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“To believe vulnerability is a weakness is to believe that feeling is a 
weakness.  To foreclose on our emotional life out of a fear that the costs 
will be too high is to walk away from the very thing that gives purpose 
to living.” 
 
I think this is why my grandparents couldn’t live without each other.   I 
think the very purpose of their lives had something to do with the ability 
to feel alongside each other.   
 
When I think of my grandparents’ relationship and I wonder about why 
they were so deeply connected, I come to the conclusion that it must 
have been because of all the vulnerable moments they spent together.  
Over the course of their fifty-plus year marriage, they opened up to one 
another in immeasurable ways.    
 
They had two daughters together – they overcame my grandfather’s 
illnesses – they went through my aunt’s divorce and personal 
challenges—they experienced the birth of four grandchildren and the joy 
of watching them grow up…. 
 
They felt out loud together for over fifty years – and this sharing of 
feelings gave them a deep closeness.  Their ability to be vulnerable 
spread to my mother, who taught it to me— 
 
I remember the sounds of weekday mornings as a child – hearing the 
television news, hearing my father singing to himself as he got ready and 
hearing the voice of my mother on the telephone.  Her mother called her 
every morning at 5am and they would talk for an hour to begin the day.    
 
I listened to them – not having any clue what they were talking about – 
but now I realize, my mom was just having an open conversation with 
her mom – she was experiencing the closeness of having someone there 
to feel out loud to – to express herself to – that’s why my mom’s 
relationship with her mom was so strong – and hearing that every 
morning taught me the importance of expressing myself—of feeling out 
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loud myself…of finding real and authentic intimacy in my relationships 
by being open…. 
 
The word intimacy is often misunderstood as meaning something sexual.   
Intimacy literally means INTO ME SEE – it is the ways in which we 
enable the people who matter to us see into us – to see the true us.   Our 
most intimate relationships are the ones with people we are willing to be 
vulnerable with…. 
 
And that is the secret to stronger relationships – we need to be 
comfortable sharing our feelings; and opening up more often – not 
bottling up what is inside of us, but truly seeking a way to let them out 
and connect with the people around us.    
 
 
I am so proud of the people who came to see me over the course of this 
last year to share with me their stories.   They became completely 
vulnerable with me and were willing to share what they thought they 
couldn’t share before.   I am truly humbled by the ability to spend time 
with them. 
 
Over the last years, I am incredibly fortunate to have been working with 
a wonderful and devoted group of mental health professionals and 
congregants– Caryn Friedland, Marian Rhein and Melissa Bernstein who 
have been involved with the TBS Cares initiative.   Together, these three 
women helped create a guide for mental health resources in our County 
that sits in our lobby and they helped organize two Mental Health 
Shabbats in which speakers came to battle stigma.  They will be 
involved this year in a few activities including another Mental Health 
Shabbat, a potential congregation-wide art project and beyond. 
 
I am also fortunate to have worked this year alongside the Rockland 
Jewish Family Service and specifically, Carol King, who helped launch 
the You Are Not Alone county-wide campaign last May that saw mental 
health events at almost every synagogue in the County.    We will be 
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running a similar campaign this coming May in addition to the launch of 
a new You Are Not Alone pod-cast and a county-wide teen event in 
April 
 
You know, the results of giving that sermon last year have been 
immensely positive; and were it not for my decision to embrace my own 
vulnerability – none of that would not have happened.  I would not have 
made the many connections I’ve made over the course of the last year 
and the important work that was done would never have taken place. 
 
The Kotzker Rebbe was once asked by his students -- if God is all 
around, then why is God not here right now.   To which the Rebbe 
responded, “God is only where you let God in.”    
 
The same is true for anyone who matters in our lives.   If we want them 
to be with us; to be there for us, we must be willing to let them in….we 
must be willing to be vulnerable…  
 
May the new year present all of us with such possibility. 
 
Shanah Tovah… 
 


